“l have seen such a change in Len,”
Hadley said. “It used to be a struggle
to get her to get up for school, to get
her to do her homework. After her first
week here, it was like, ‘Where is my child
and where did she go?’ She has done
a complete 180. She is motivated to

come to school; she’s excited and happy.

She has double the amount of work, but
she has a desire to do it and to be here.
| am thrilled.”

oming from China Springs and
Csix months of home-schooling,
the transition to Rapoport
was easy for Lenore, a 15-year-old
sophomore. Like Bingo, she didn’t feel
challenged at her previous school. She
didn’t feel like she fit in.

“Obviously you can tell I'm different,”
she said, referring to her black fishnet
stockings, plaid skirt and layers of
silver chains that adorn her neck.

“At Rapoport, no one cares because
everyone here is different. You don’t
feel alone because you aren’t judged.
Everyone just gets along.

“At my old school, | was always upset.
I had no friends and no one cared. |
felt very alone,” she said as she gently
tucked her shoulder-length light brown
hair behind her ears. But within the first
week of school, Lenore beamed, she’d
already made five new friends.

The social aspect is not the only
reason Lenore is thankful for Rapoport.
Even though she won't start classes
at TSTC until next year, she still feels
like her opportunities are greater.

She thrives from the one-on-one time
with teachers, as well as the everyday
challenge to work harder. Lenore admits
it's more work than she’s used to, but
she likes being pushed. She knows that
when she isn’t doing well on something,
there is always extra help. She feels
encouraged by her teachers, even when
she makes mistakes.

“We learn from our mistakes in a
positive way, so we don't repeat them
the next time around,” she explained.

“l can look at something and feel good
because | got this right, but it makes it
easier to accept when | don’t do well on
something else.”

apoport’s innovative
| educational model has
been recognized state- and
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nationwide. It received an $800,000
grant to disseminate its best practices
among other charter schools. In

fall 2008, Rapoport was awarded

the prestigious T-STEM and ECHS
designations by the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation, as well as the Michael
and Susan Dell Foundation. These
designations highlight the school’s focus
on science, technology, engineering, and
math, as well as its early-college high
school option.

The six core values of Rapoport are
prominently displayed throughout the
schools. Master teacher and co-dean
of students Heather Franks said she
believes the core values are the soul of
the school.

“We all have a shared vision,” she
said. “Everyone wants to work together
for the sense of community.”

s Bingo Zacharias looks to

A the future, he says he’ll never

leave Rapoport behind as a
distant memory. Aspiring to study either
mathematics or biomedical engineering,
he now has a greater goal than “not
being in poverty.” He wants to be a
leader in his field. He wants to have
enough for himself and more, in order
to give back to others like him in his
adopted hometown.

“I see the vision the school has of
not only helping other students and the
school but the surrounding community,”
he said. “l see where it's going and |
want to be a part of it. The school has
done so much for their students, families
and community that my first priority is to
come back and help the school.”

Top universities across the country
have approached him for admission in
fall 2010, including Tulane University in
New Orleans, Cornell University in New
York and the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology.

Four years ago, Bingo thought all was
lost. He was uprooted from his home
and thrust into a strange environment,
set back by a lack of academic records
and dispirited by having to repeat his
freshman year. But his search for an
education that would not only challenge
but prepare him to make a difference
in life took a dramatic upswing when he
discovered Rapoport. Now, with three
freshman years behind him,
he has found his future.

From top: Pete Bukowski, Ayanna Harper, Kiara
Luke and Lyndon Keys work together to com-
plete their assignment at Rapoport Academy
Middle School.

Joshua Browning and Kiara Luke use the
Internet to research topics for an upcoming
paper.

Zoey Monroe focuses on the task she has
been given at Rapoport Academy Middle
School.

Kaleigh leads her horse during an equestrian class with others from the Methodist Children’s Home.

was still a bit damp from the previous night’s storm. Green fields stretched for miles in all direc-
tions. It was a perfect day for riding horses.

You can tell a lot about people by the way they interact with an animal. Horses can provide peace
and tranquility to troubled souls, as evidenced by the teens from Methodist Children’s Home who prac-
ticed riding that day.

A cloud of dust blew up as the SUV rolled to a stop on the gravel drive. Suddenly teenagers were
piling out, eager to begin Equine Class. Already saddled, the horses stood ready to go. A few of the kids
ran forward to pet the animals right away; others hung back, preferring to watch.

One teen adjusted the cinch on his horse’s saddle with practiced ease. Another boy ambled over to a
different horse and stroked its head fondly, whispering into one flicking ear.

One by one the students led their horses out to the corral to begin the day’s lesson.

The weather was unusually mild for Texas, the air barely warm in spite of the bright sun. The grass
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don’t necessarily fit the stereotypical definition of an or-

phan. Some come from abusive homes or homes where
the situation is not suitable for raising a child. Others have
made choices that are harmful to themselves and to others
and need a place to restart.

“It is important to understand that the young people we
serve do not come from one zip code, economic group, skin
color or area,” Vice President Trey Oakley said. “We have chil-
dren who are entrenched in cycles of poverty and others whose
parents are CEOs or executives. We serve children who have
never stepped foot in a church and others whose parents are
ministers.”

For a teenager who has had more troubles in life than many
kids, the home provides chances to succeed and grow in an
environment that is safe from some of the problems they have
faced before.

They have adults present who fill the roles of parent or
mentor. They go to school daily either at the charter school
on campus or at one of the Waco schools. Some get part-time
jobs. They have chores and hobbies, extracurricular activities
and homework. There are rules and curfews.

The houses on the Methodist Children’s Home campus all
vary, depending on the residents and the house parents or
staff. Oriented to accommodate 10 to 12 residents, the units
bear some resemblance to the typical suburban home. Too

The Methodist Children’s Home serves at-risk youth who

large to be called cozy yet not sterile enough to feel like a dorm,
their rooms are as unique as the teens living in them.

Posters, photos, doodles and notes adorn the walls. Personal
items such as curling irons, books or art supplies are tucked
here and there. In one room, someone has built a shrine to
SpongeBob Squarepants. In another, the kids are obvious Dal-
las Cowboys fans.

Ally, a senior in high school living at the home, is active in
JROTC and hopes to attend Baylor University someday soon.
She has a love for people that she wants to channel into
missions work.

“It is hard to compare my life to that of an adolescent who
grew up in an ‘average home.’ It is hard for me to compare be-
cause | lack the knowledge and experience and therefore base
my assumptions on my observations,” Ally wrote in an e-mail.
“But | know that | am not strikingly different in any way. Though
my brokenness is heightened, my friends have brokenness,
too.”

Ally has lived in Waco for two years, the longest stability she
has ever experienced. Her friends and the now-familiar places
are important to her healing process.

“I wake up every morning to eight beautiful girls with whom |
have shared much laughter, many tears and numerous stories.
They are good friends and close sisters, and through our faults,
we forgive, grow and struggle,” she explained. “There is often
irritation, tears and just simple confusion at the cards that life

During their Equestrian class, Jessica and Jennifer chose the option of observing, preferring to socialize with each other.

his responsibilities at the Boys Ranch.

seem to have dealt us. We express great frustration at our past
choices and the choices others made that affected us. We are
fighting and embracing community all at once.”

Also in high school, Torie comes from a difficult home life as
well.

“Before | moved to Methodist Children’s Home, | was not in
a normal family. It was a very broken one. | did not know my
mother or my father. | lived with my grandparents and my sister
and brother,” she said in an e-mail. “| was going through ev-
erything you can possibly think of. My life is very different from
those children with a ‘normal’ family. But it is hard to describe
how | am different, because | do not really know how a normal
family works.”

Torie is in the National Honor Society and plans to get a cos-
metology license at McLennan Community College before going
on to Texas A&M University to become a veterinary technician.
She has internships at Methodist Children’s Home, where she
helps with Christmas shopping for the kids they serve, and as-
sists in the Grandparents as Parents Program, a program that
helps grandparents who are filling the role of parent to their
grandchildren.

“Methodist Children’s Home is a blessing to kids like me who
do not have a place to call home, as well as other children who
could not stay in their home for a while,” she said. “| am thank-
ful that | have a place to stay because otherwise, | do not know
where | would be today.”

Saddiq, another student living at the home, pointed out
that “generally, kids are living at Methodist Children’s Home
because they have problems. Problems that make them a bit
more vulnerable. We have distinct personalities and different
cultures. | have learned things here about life, and people in
general, that | do not think | could have learned at home.”

Saddiq, an aspiring writer, has not always had the freedom
to be himself.

Jocolby prepares the horses for riders. Saddling horses is one of

“Coming from a bad neighborhood where |
fought every day and had to constantly look over
my shoulder and be careful what colors | was wear-
ing was unnerving to say the least,” he remembers.
“Coming here to Methodist Children’s Home where
it is easier to relax has been nice.”

Saddiq has made friends since coming to the
home, sometimes in spite of himself.

“When | first moved to the Home | was sad to
leave my friends from back home. The first few
days were hard; | am not a very social person if |
have the choice. All the kids bombarded me with
questions and it was hard to get to know every-
one,” he wrote in an e-mail. “In fact, during my first
few days, | tripped and fell, and it was one of the
most embarrassing moments of my life. Luckily, my
future best friend came along and helped me up.
We’'ve been close ever since then.”

The Methodist Children’s Home is prepared

to field the various challenges that accom-

pany being a young adult with a difficult
upbringing or personal problems that need to be
dealt with.

At the charter school on the home’s campus, the
student-to-teacher ratio is 4 to 1, so students receive the atten-
tion that they need to thrive in subjects that may otherwise be
difficult for them.

Emphasis is
placed on the
child’s strengths
and how to use
them to succeed,
instead of concen-
trating on a weak-
ness that needs
to be overcome.

his fall
there are
76 gradu-

ates from MCH
who are currently
in college or train-
ing programs at
varying institu-
tions across the
state, including
Baylor, the Uni-
versity of Texas at
Austin, A&M and
the University of
North Texas.
Methodist
Children’s Home
also focuses on
restoring the family unit. The residents can receive counseling
and healing so that they are able to return to their families.

40 1 have

learned
things here

about hf@
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n other occasions, the home serves as a place

O to stay for a child whose family is going through

a difficult time, anything from a parent with an
addiction to parents and children who just can’t get along.
There are roughly 180 youth at the Waco campus of Meth-
odist Children’s Home. The average length of stay is 18
months.

Carrie Anderson, the community relations officer, ex-
plained a bit about how the home works with families, and
with the children as individuals.

“If there’s hope for redemption in the family unit, we

strive for that. But we also recognize that there are healthy
relationships and there are unhealthy relationships,” she
said. “A big part of what we do is helping the children real-
ize what healthy and unhealthy relationships look like.”

he youth at MCH are all a bit like the small group

I of teens learning to ride that day. Some have

conquered their obstacles and eagerly await their
chance to climb back on the horse. Others have reserva-
tions, unsure of how to approach things that are unfamiliar.
In time, they may grow and gain the confidence they need
to ride, too.

(74

| AND EMBRACING COMMUNITY

ALL AT ONCE.”
- ALLY

Brad, a student at the Methodist Children’s Home, has found great comfort in the home, as well as his horse.

T

/ STORY BY CHAD SHANKS
/ PHOTOS BY SHANNA TAYLOR

ix friends sit together outside of Common Grounds on a damp and drizzly evening.

DOOT ON
DUPPOSE

i

The table’s overhead umbrella keeps them dry as they discuss theology and the true meaning

of Christian community, conversation foreign to most university coffee shops, but

typical at Baylor.

A woman emerges from the darkness to briefly interrupt them, her black hair matted to
her head, her deep wrinkles evidence she has seen better days. Her plea begins like most,
with a tearful tale of misfortune followed by a passionate request for the funds to get her wherever she

happened to be going.

ents’ money to burn and a strong sense of sympathy.

She moves on without receiving any money, only the names of multiple Waco organizations that

could provide her assistance.

Would she have saved her breath if she had known the six she solicited were intentionally living well

below the poverty line?

/ PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY STEPHEN GREEN & CASSIE MILLS

The six friends, mostly 2009 Baylor graduates, appear to be stereotypical college students with their par-
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